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Asteroid fly-by eludes study could be smaller than the data suggest.
But assuming the trend is real, what caused the cooling and where did the heat go? Aerosols, volcanic activity and small changes in ocean circulations and convection processes may all play a role, says King. But the simplest explanation is that less sunlight has reached the ocean surface as cloud coverage has increased.
Global cloud coverage has increased by 1-2% since 1999 according to data from the International Satellite Cloud Climatology Project, presumably because of global warming and increased evaporation. Other factors -such as cloud albedo (the extent to which cloud reflects solar radiation) or cloud-top temperature -might have changed in the same period, says William Rossow, a cloud expert at the Goddard Institute. "It is completely insufficient to look for a simple explanation of a shortterm temperature change, " he says, "as the climate system is much more complex. "
The heat itself could be hidden at greater depths in the ocean, or -more likely, says Schmidt -it may have escaped into the atmosphere and out into space. Yet a corresponding change in Earth's radiation budget has not been observed.
"The system's internal variability might well be larger than we thought, " says Levitus. "This is exciting news, but food for global-warming sceptics it is not. " 
